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For centuries, New Mexicans have looked to the night sky to mark the passage of the seasons, to

navigate by and to light our way at night, and as both a source of spiritual rejuvenation and a stimulus to

scientific inquiry.  Even today, visitors come to marvel at its grandeur.  Several important astronomical

observatories have been established here.  Our clear, dark skies are part of what makes New Mexico truly a

Land of Enchantment.

But the beauty of our night sky is threatened by increasing light pollution in the form of skyglow from

our growing cities and towns.  Recently, the New Mexico Heritage Preservation Alliance underscored this by

adding the night sky to its list of our State’s endangered cultural resources.  In addition, light trespass (defined

as light originating on one property invading the property of another) and glare from poorly designed outdoor

lighting have become growing problems in our urban areas, creating safety hazards and needlessly compounding

the stresses of city life.

In an attempt to address these problems, in 1999 the State legislature enacted the State’s first statewide

lighting code, the New Mexico Night Sky Protection Act (NMSA 74-12-1).

It now devolves upon county and municipal governments, including Albuquerque’s, to bring our local

lighting ordinances into at least minimal conformity with the State statute.  The Albuquerque City Council has

created the Night Sky Protection Task Force to make recommendations to the Mayor and the Council as to

how this might best be accomplished.  These are our findings.



The Task Force believes that compliance with the spirit, as well as the letter, of the Night Sky Protection

Act is in the best interests of the residents of Albuquerque, and all citizens of the State (many of whom are

adversely affected by skyglow from Albuquerque, although they may live many miles away).  However, we

feel that the State statute provides only minimal protection.  Therefore, it is our recommendation that the City

adopt more comprehensive measures to limit light pollution, light trespass, glare, visual clutter and energy

waste from overlighting, as many other cities around the U.S. have done.

We feel that such a policy is consistent with the City’s established commitment to environmental

protection and quality-of-life enhancement, as exemplified by efforts to reduce automobile exhaust emissions,

curb water waste, regulate noise, limit urban sprawl, encourage recycling, preserve open space, and similar

measures.  A strong lighting code would further help to bolster Albuquerque’s reputation as a progressive

community dedicated to preserving safe, attractive, pedestrian-friendly urban spaces.

In large part, this can be brought about through amendments to the Comprehensive City Zoning Code

and Uniform Administrative Code, specifically, by strengthening the sections relating to area lighting and illuminated

signage.  Briefly, these changes would:

• significantly reduce skyglow by requiring most lighting to be directed downward and shielded from the

sky;

• curtail light trespass and reduce glare by eliminating industrial-type security floodlighting in residential

areas;

• set reasonable limits on permissible light levels in commercial settings such as gas stations, convenience

stores, fast-food restaurants, and car dealerships;

• place an 11:00 p.m. curfew on the lighting of sports facilities and outdoor entertainment venues, except



to conclude an event already in progress;

• eliminate energy-wasteful mercury vapor light fixtures (the sale or installation of which is already unlawful

under the Night Sky Protection Act);

• allow up to seven years for existing lighting installations to be brought into compliance.

In general, low-wattage incandescent and fluorescent lighting, neon lighting, holiday lighting, and most

types of internally-illuminated signs would not be affected by these amendments.  Exceptions are also made for

temporary emergency and construction lighting.  The full text of the proposed amendments is appended to this

report.

In addition, the Task Force makes the following recommendations:

1) That the City adopt a written policy requiring that all public streetlighting be fully shielded

within seven years.  The City and Public Service Company of New Mexico have

already begun using only shielded fixtures when installing new or replacement

streetlighting.  We feel that a definite timetable for upgrading all existing streetlighting is

desirable.  An example of the pleasing appearance of this type of lighting may be seen

along Central Avenue between University and Girard boulevards, where fully-shielded

fixtures were recently installed.

2) That the streetlighting franchise agreement with PNM be re-negotiated to permit lower-

wattage fixtures to be used whenever older, less efficient lighting is replaced by more

efficient shielded lighting, thus providing energy-cost savings with no reduction in

illumination levels on our streets.

3) The City Administration undertake efforts to coordinate lighting regulations among the



various local governments in the Albuquerque area, to promote uniformity.

4) That an ongoing effort be made by the Administration to educate Albuquerque residents

about the value of dark skies and the impact of light pollution.

5) That the City promote good lighting practices by implementing a “Good Lighting Awards”

program to recognize businesses and institutions that make an exceptional effort to

light their premises in an aesthetically pleasing and environmentally conscientious manner.

We would also encourage City planners to set a good example by promoting state-of-the-art lighting

design in the revitalization of the Downtown Core, and other designated Activity Centers and Corridors: not

necessarily more light, but even, glare-free light, placed where it’s needed, not broadcast indiscriminately in the

misguided belief that “more is better”.  Studies have failed to demonstrate that excessive light levels reduce the

incidence of either property crimes or personal assaults, although such lighting may create a false perception of

safety.

In preparing this report, the Task Force drew on the expertise of its own members, as well as that of

other knowledgeable individuals in diverse fields, including law enforcement officials, traffic engineers, electrical

contractors, PNM representatives, streetlighting specialists, professional astronomers, and environmentalists.

We also utilized a number of published sources, especially publications of the Illuminating Engineering Society

of North America (IESNA) and the International Dark-Sky Association (IDA), both recognized authorities in

the lighting field.  These are included in the attached list of references.

One of our meetings included a two-hour nighttime tour of selected outdoor lighting installations around

the City (including measuring illumination levels at some locations), in order that we might better visualize

problem lighting and the design criteria under consideration to alleviate it.

We have also compared and evaluated several model outdoor lighting codes, as well as lighting



ordinances existing or proposed in other communities around the country.

Finally, we would like to thank the more than 350 residents of Albuquerque and surrounding areas

who signed and presented to the Task Force a petition expressing their concerns about light pollution.

We believe we have proposed standards for outdoor lighting that are reasonable, attainable, and

enforceable, and we urge that they be enacted.

The benefit will be a safer, more attractive city where citizens can enjoy nighttime activities in well-

lighted public venues without sacrificing the beauty of our starry skies or being subject to the intrusion of

unwanted light around our homes.
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